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Notes On Developments In Panama: U.S. Continues Lowkey Criticism, Civic Crusade Plans More Strikes
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Friday, July 31, 1987
July 27: Supporters of Panamanian military strongman, Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega, have begun
making crude appeals to race and class differences that have long been a feature of Panamanian
society. A headline in the government-controlled newspaper CRITICA was typical of efforts to
portray the political opposition as elitist white racists: "Civic Crusade Says Blacks Are Immoral."
July 28: According to Roberto Brines, spokesman for the National Civic Crusade, leaders of the
organization decided in a clandestine meeting this afternoon not to extend the work stoppage
beyond the previously established 48 hours. The Crusade, a grouping of 106 predominantly middleclass business and professional organizations that called a general strike on July 27-28, was created
last month to pressure the government into dismissing Panamanian Defense Forces commanderin-chief Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega. In early June, retired army colonel Robert Diaz Herrera
publicly accused Noriega of electoral fraud, involvement in political murder, and other crimes.
These accusations triggered massive protests. Crusade leaders, who went underground July 27 after
the Dobermans (armed riot squad police) arrested Diaz Herrera in the course of an attack on his
house, planned to come out of hiding July 29 for a meeting to decide their next moves. Brines said
a crackdown by Noriega since Sunday meant that Panama "is no longer a quasi-democracy but
a full-fledged military dictatorship" and that the opposition would announce stronger measures,
including longer strikes, to deal with the new situation and try to force Noriega's ouster. A State
Department official in Washington said the Reagan administration has adopted a "wait-andsee" attitude for the moment on the developing situation in Panama. Department spokesman
Charles Redman, for the second consecutive day, called on the government of Panama "to end
all interruption or censorship of press reporting immediately." He said the United States regards
the curbs on news "indefensible." Government-controlled newspapers published photographs
of Diaz Herrera at a public prosecutor's office, where he was taken after he and 45 followers were
arrested. The photographs, showing the former military second-in-command from the waist up,
revealed no sign of any injuries. There were unconfirmed reports July 27 that Diaz Herrera had
been wounded while he and his supporters resisted the assault on his home for more than an hour.
Lawyers and church officials said they still had not been permitted to see Diaz Herrera or any of his
relatives and supporters arrested with him. Diaz Herrera has been described by the government
as being mentally unstable, and diplomatic sources who are not partial to either side agree. The
former colonel's statements against Noriega have appeared to mix fanciful falsehoods with charges
that many Panamanians have long considered to be true. However, the fact that the allegations
were being aired by someone from Noriega's inner military circle has charged Panama's political
atmosphere and fueled the protests. In an apparent effort to discredit Diaz Herrera, governmentcontrolled newspapers printed photographs allegedly from his house showing an altar adorned
with pictures of the former colonel's bushy-haired Indian guru, Sahid Baba, a picture of Jesus and
a Bible. The same sources said Diaz Herrera faces 10 to 15 years in jail if convicted on charges of
endangering state security and keeping an arsenal of weapons. A military spokesman said that a
search of Diaz Herrera's home had produced no proof of his allegations against Noriega and that
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the colonel failed to present any such evidence during his appearance at the prosecutor's office.
Diaz Herrera has failed to appear at the prosecutor's office when summoned on previous occasions,
but once showed up there unannounced and was asked to go home. Jorge Laguardia, an executive
board member of the Panamanian Chamber of Commerce, told reporters that in Panama City 90%
of industry, commerce, attorney's offices and construction firms had participated in the two-day
national strike. CRITICA reported that the strike was less successful than Crusade spokespersons
claimed. The newspaper said most restaurants, bars, mass transit companies, dock workers and
banks did not observe the strike throughout the two-day period. On the first day of the strike, July
27, according to CRITICA, hundreds of merchants in the metropolitan area opened their doors.
July 29: The government has shown it can also attempt to maintain control by wielding the carrot
as well as the stick. It was announced that government employees, who number more than 100,000
in population of just over two million, will receive part of their annual year-end bonus now instead
of just before Christmas. State Department spokesman Charles Redman said the department had
no reports that retired army colonel Roberto Diaz Herrera has been mistreated since his arrest.
He noted that a prominent Panamanian church leader stated publicly that President Eric Arturo
Delvalle has given assurances regarding the treatment of Diaz Herrera and those detained with
him and that no casualties had occurred during the incident. July 30: In a telephone interview with
RADIO DE LA PLATA in Buenos Aires, Noriega accused the United States of employing all possible
means to "destabilize our democratic government and convert us into a Haiti." Washington's
primary motive, he said, was its geopolitical interests in maintaining control over the Panama
Canal. According to Noriega, this destabilization "scheme" to discredit the leaders of the governing
Revolutionary Democratic Party (PRD) in the eyes of Panamanians was premeditated and carried
out with the connivance of corrupted domestic businesspersons. In response to a question about the
government's recent decree legalizing press censorship, the general said such cases were included
in the national constitution. Censorship at this time, said Noriega, was adopted as a defense
against "powerful enemies that use [the press] as a Trojan horse, within which is international
subversion." Next, Noriega complained that foreign correspondents are naive in ignoring the
apparatus mounted against Panama by the United States. In an apparent allusion to the US
government and Panamanians demanding political change, he said democracy should be lived and
practiced, and not used as a "cover" to destroy political institutions. Persons who use democracy
in this way, he added, "do not deserve to live in a democracy." The military chief then asserted
that economic destabilization is Washington's main tool in creating crisis conditions in Panama.
He said elements of a long-term "scheme" to provoke political tensions in Panama were seen in
US pressure beginning in the 1970s to increase the Panamanian foreign debt. Noriega insisted
that Washington worked very hard to ensure that Panama City accepted large loans during the
period when the international banking system was awash in petrodollars. At a press briefing in
Washington, State Department spokesman Charles Redman, said that Panama had handed over
a check July 29 for $106,000 to cover damages caused by pro-government demonstrators to the
US Embassy in Panama City in late June. As a result, Redman said "the question of assistance is
now under review." Administration officials said they would like to find a way to keep military aid
flowing to the Panamanian armed forces to set the stage for their takeover of the security of the
Panama Canal in the year 2000. But officials cautioned that they want to do nothing to strengthen
the hand of Noriega, and acknowledged that the reinstatement of aid could be interpreted that
way. Administration officials and some congresspersons have been careful not to call openly for
Noriega's ouster for fear that it will play into the hands of Panamanian officials who have already
accused the US of interference in Panama's affairs. A Senate Foreign Relations subcommittee
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briefing on July 30 was held behind closed doors to avoid public statements that could inflame
the Panamanian leadership. A bipartisan group of senators called for an indefinite suspension of
military and economic aid to Panama in a letter addressed to Secretary of State George Shultz.
Following the meeting of the subcommittee, Sen. Christopher J. Dodd (D-CT), the chairman, said the
mood of the subcommittee is that Noriega should be eased out of power. "The decision of how he
goes and what replaces him is really a Panamanian decision," he said. The Panamanian government
has issued a warning to all journalists, national and foreign, that distorting events in Panama could
be punishable by six months to two years in jail. The statement said biased reporting would not be
tolerated, and set guidelines that the press must follow. The statement also noted that Panama does
not have a censorship law but that there are limitations on reporting that incites rebellion, sedition
or mutiny. (Basic data from several reports by PRENSA LATINA, WASHINGTON POST, NEW
YORK TIMES, Argentine news agency DYN)
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